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ROBERT W. SARNOFF*

One World of Communications
(Introduction by Max Chopnick)
It is for me a very special privilege and pleasure to introduce our
luncheon speaker. I have known him and his father, General David Sarnoff, for many years. General Sarnoff, as you all probably know, has been
the great pioneer of the communications industry. The General has been a
practical dreamer, a great leader and business builder and an unerring
prophet on the future of communications. The extraordinary career of a
father, as often happens, poses for a son sometimes a handicap, often a
challenge. To our speaker, his father's success inspired him to make every
effort to achieve for himself a success of his own.
He studied law but entered the communications field. After service with
our Government as a Navy Communications Officer, and with publishing
and broadcasting enterprises unrelated to RCA, he joined the National
Broadcasting Company taking on one challenge after another in diverse
posts, finally becoming president of that RCA subsidiary. He then became
a director, and in 1966 the president of RCA and today is its Board
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer.
Today, he directs one of the world's leading multi-national enterprises,
with sales approaching $4 billion dollars annually. It is deeply engaged in
all principal aspects of electronic communications, including manufacturing, broadcasting and worldwide commercial service, and presently the
videovoice system for transmission of visual data over telephone circuits.
Since assuming leadership of RCA, Mr. Sarnoff has given particular
attention to activities related to computers, satellite systems and global
communications. And looking beyond the interests of RCA alone, he has
been one of the most articulate proponents of international cooperation to
obtain maximum benefits from the advance of communications technology.
There are few people as well qualified to discuss the issues that bring us
*On July 14, 1971, Mr. Robert W. Sarnoff addressed the Section of International Law in London. He was introduced by Max Chopnick, a former Chairman of the Section. His address, with the introduction, are reproduced herewith as
significant contributions to worldwide thinking in the field of Communications. Ed.
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together today in this seminar program on international communications.
I am happy to present to you, Robert W. Sarnoff.
Mr. Sarnoff: I'm grateful for the opportunity you have given me to
experience once again the gracious blend of old and new that is London.
As an embattled New Yorker, I freely confess that this is the civilized
metropolis we hope to be when we grow up.
London means different things to a visiting American. To the lawyer, it
offers renewal at the wellspring of the Common Law, on which our American system of jurisprudence is based. To the communications man, it
demonstrates the compatibility of modern technology with history and
tradition. The city of Christopher Wren is a hub of world communications.
Its most arresting modern structure, architecturally, is the soaring Post
Office tower created to transmit television and microwave signals across
this island nation.
I wish it were possible to bridge time and change as successfully in the
interplay between your profession and mine. But thus far we have
failed-both of us.
The fact is that many of the laws, regulatory procedures, legal and
commercial agreements that cover most of the world's communications
services are relics of the age of Marconi. They are hopelessly ill-adapted to
the age of the satellite.
Of all the great enterprises that further civilized progress, communications is the most advanced in technology and the most retarded in law.
No encompassing legal framework exists today to permit full utilization by
the nations of the world, of the benefits of modern communications technology.
One reason is the astonishing dynamism of the technology itself. Progress seems to come in quantum leaps. Our most important communications
instruments today are younger than many of our children-and far more
precocious.
Within twenty years, we have moved from transistor radios to color TV
to electronic computers to communications satellites. In a snap of history's
finger, we have achieved what men have dreamed of for countless generations-the ability to reach instantaneously anyone in any area of the earth
with any form of information-and receive an immediate response. Now
we are extending that reach to the vastness of space.
And progress continues to accelerate. The communications satellite is
just beginning to demonstrate its versatility. Soon it will provide domestic
and regional services of infinite variety. Within this decade, telephone and
data traffic and network television will be passing through domestic comInternationalLawyer, Vol. 6, No. I
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munications satellites. In their ultimate form, these satellites will become
powerful transmitting stations in space, able to provide direct broadcast
service to individual receivers in the homes of the world.
In addition, overland transmission employing millimeter waves and lasers, will make possible interconnected systems accommodating millions of
two-way channels. And international satellites presently on the drawing
board will provide ten to twenty times the global wideband channel capacity currently available.
The marriage of computers and wideband communications offers the
prospect of a worldwide system of regional data banks accessible through
satellite channels to users everywhere. To you, the American lawyer of the
1980's, this could mean the receipt within seconds of electronically printed
copies of laws, patents, regulations or legal precedents from any part of the
world.
Through time-sharing on satellite circuits, an entire new range of business and commercial services can be envisaged. A world stock market is
one possibility. We might even see the daily double at Belmont paying off
in Oslo, Karachi or Dakar through a global system of Off Track Betting.
New communications services will continue to diversify vigorously, but
they will not function as isolated entities. International broadcasting and
message traffic, overseas telephone and data transmission, are all facets of
a single worldwide pattern of information flow. They perform the same
basic function of conveying intelligence over a distance. They use many of
the same facilities. They share a finite spectrum of frequencies. They are
all parts of one system.
By definition, any workable system must be based on a body of rules or
regulations. We in communications have plenty of rules and regulations,
both national and regional. Often, however, they are unrelated, or conflict,
or are outmoded. Their collective effect has frequently been to impede
progress rather than further it.
The virulent form of nationalism that flowered in the 19th century and
persists today also undercuts progress. It is already apparent in the planning of national and regional communications satellite systems for the
decade ahead. Publicly, statesmen of different nations aspire to a universal
agreement governing orbital placement and use. Yet, they show no willingness to defer their systems until such an agreement is reached.
Obsolete concepts and rules, as well as lack of agreement, impede
progress within as well as among nations.
In the United States, for example, communications are regulated by the
Federal Communications Commission under a statutory mandate
hopelessly outmoded by current technology. As presently framed, the
InternationalLawyer, Vol. 6, No. I
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Communications Act cannot possibly provide the Commission with the
regulatory guidance needed for the most complex and fast-changing technology ever known.
On a global basis, wide discrepancies exist among national laws relating
to copyright, ownership of material and offensive or libelous statements.
Present copyright conventions were written before satellites enabled
unauthorized users to intercept and exploit program material. A
non-actionable statement broadcast in one nation may be libelous when
received in another.
There is no general agreement on freedom of access to satellite facilities
even for material of a noncontroversial or technical nature. Without such
an accord, the free flow of global communications remains vulnerable to
interruption at the whim of any government-controlled facility.
Finally, there is that perennial communications problem -the allocated
use of the limited frequency spectrum. Today's satellite frequencies, for
example, were allocated in 1963, a data comparable to the horse-and-buggy
era in the compressed chronology of the space age. Recent advances in
spectrum technology provide new opportunities for a world that can soon
be populated by powerful multi-purpose space systems, as well as networking and direct broadcast satellites.
When that occurs, the communications cauldron will really bubble. What
frequencies shall be allocated for specific uses? Who shall determine what
is broadcast? How can programs be excluded from any country or region -if, indeed, they should be? In what way can all countries be assured
equal access to the new communications systems in order to satisfy their
own information and programming needs?
These are complex, sensitive issues, and today we are simply unprepared or unwilling to deal with them. Unfortunately, nothing in past history
suggests that we will soon face up to the issues. My own experience and
that of others is illustrative.
Nine years ago, I recommended establishment of a World Broadcasting
Union to bring together the broadcasters of all nations in a cooperative
move to eliminate the program, legal and technical barriers hampering the
full development of global television. Today, regional broadcasting unions
exist nearly everywhere. Yet, with the need even more pressing, the world
still lacks a unified organization.
Four years ago, I suggested an international agreement on principles that
would assure the orderly introduction of future regional and global communications satellites. This would enable them to be interconnected freely
with one another and with all other worldwide facilities.
Last year, I urged a fresh look at the total problem and proposed steps
International Lawyer, Vol. 6, No. I
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directed toward a global Common Market of Communications that would
reject nationalist concerns and foster a worldwide flow of information.
And, two months ago, I spoke of the rise of multinational business as a
result of world communications progress. I urged cooperation among nations in setting consistent ground rules to encourage the constructive advance of multinational economic activity everywhere.
A common thread runs through all of these proposals and many related
statements from others in business and government. By its very nature, our
technology demands a global environment. It cannot function effectively if
narrow national perspectives continue to dominate the management of
human affairs.
We are already being propelled toward greater economic unity by the
rise of regional common markets, the spread of multinational enterprise,
and expanding world trade. If we fail to support this trend with appropriate
communications, the ramifications will be quickly and dramatically evident.
The underdeveloped nations will be deprived of an opportunity to achieve
within a decade a degree of economic and social progress that would
otherwise take generations. Using a monetary yardstick, the price of failure
will be an estimated $500 billion in unrealized world trade volume by 1980.
Carl Sandburg had a favorite story about a soldier of fortune who
implored the Sphinx to give him in one sentence the wisdom of the ages.
The Sphinx replied: "Don't expect too much."
In communications, I believe that we have failed to expect enough. Our
technology confers upon us far greater power than we seem prepared to
use.
In this generation, the legal profession has demonstrated its willingness
and ability to tackle great issues-civil rights, court congestion, erosion of
First Amendment freedoms. As yet it has not concentrated the same
attention on communications law. This is most unfortunate.
Therefore, I propose a fresh initiative by the members of the American
Bar Association. The first step would be referral of this pressing matter to
an appropriate Association committee-either already existing or to be
created. It should enlist the cooperation of lawyers everywhere to develop
a suitable framework for a system of global communications. Among the
steps that I recommend this committee consider are the following:
- A general conference of legal specialists from all countries to analyze
the requirements for a global system, and to form a working group for study
and recommendations.
-Research by the working group into communications policies and
needs, in consultation with specialists in related fields, and with the various
agencies now dealing with specific limited problem areas.
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-A general conference to consider the working group report, and to
prepare a statement of global objectives and priorities for submission to the
UN and to national governments for their action.
We in communications urgently need this attention. We require a whole
new body of law, domestic and global, terrestrial and space, to give direction and cohesion to our technological progress.
I urge the distinguished members of the American Bar Association to
give this project your highest priority.
Without such legal guidance, communications will continue on its
present erratic course. There will be further technological breakthroughs,
further spectacular but uncoordinated demonstrations of new services,
further attempts by nations or blocs of nations to seize and exploit each
development. As always, communications will be a pawn of power.
In the long run, the people of the world will be the losers. The bold lines
of the chart-makers, forecasting vast gains in world commerce, will begin
to droop. The promise of the new communications technology will remain
just. that-a promise.
If we truly believe in a constructive destiny for humanity, we cannot
permit this. We must bring into full play the reason, discipline and logic of
the law. No other acceptable antidote to anarchy has ever been devised.
With the concerted help of the legal profession, I believe the goal of one
world of communications is still attainable. Indeed, it is basic to the
attainment of man's ultimate goals of lasting peace and progress. Surely the
effort is worthwhile.
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